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A BRIEF HISTORY OF WHIDBEY
ISLAND

NATURAL HISTORY—The entire Puget Sound
region was shaped by the Vashon Glacier during the
last Ice Age. The glacier was enormously powerful,
capable of moving huge chunks of rock. When a
glacier drops one of those chunks, it is called a glacial
erratic. There is one on Main Street between
Coupeville and Prairie Center—it is bigger than a
house! When the glacier receded, Whidbey Island was
left with areas of very uneven topography as well as
several large, shallow lakes. When the lakes dried up,
they left behind areas of very fertile soil. While forests
grew over most of the rest of the island, the prairies
remained open, supporting grassland communities. The
Reserve’s three prairies are located in such former lake
beds. The Reserve also includes several marshy areas
and lagoons, which support a wide variety of wildlife.

NATIVE AMERICAN USE —Several Salish tribes
used Central Whidbey Island for both permanent and
transitory settlements. The cove’s abundant shellfish
were an important part of the Native Americans’ diet.
Penn Cove was home to three permanent villages and
numerous temporary seftlements. The Salish peoples
maintained the open character of the prairies by burning
them to encourage growth of food and fiber plants and
provide forage for game. They also used fire to a
limited extent in the forests to maintain berry-picking
grounds.

EXPLORATION OF PUGET SOUND.—Captain
George Vancouver explored Puget Sound in 1792,
Whidbey Island is named for one of his officers, Joseph
Whidbey, who found the island and explored its coast.
Many of the place names given by Vancouver or
members of his crew remain in use today.

NINETEENTH-CENTURY SETTLEMENT—The
first European-American settlers arrived on Whidbey
Island in the early 1850s. Penn Cove was recognized as
an excellent harbor, and the town of Coupeville grew
up at the water's edge. Seattle had not yet emerged as
Puget Sound’s leading city; during its boom years,
Coupeville was a contender for the title. The townsites
of San de Fuca and New Chicago also struggled to
attract commerce with the hope of gaining prominence
in the region. The early settlers claimed land under the
Donation Land Claim Law, which allowed pioneers to
stake claims in Oregon Territory. The first settlers
claimed the prairies, which were the easiest to farm.
After the prairies had been claimed, later settlers took

land in the upland areas north of Penn Cove. Those
lands proved more difficult to farm as they had first to
be cleared of old growth timber—an arduous job in the
days before mechanized equipment.

LOGGING—Much of the Reserve was logged
commercially. Some of the logged areas were cleared
for farmland, but they never produced as well as the
prairies, and many of them were allowed to revert to
forest. Other cut-over lands, in areas where the
topography is roughest, were never farmed because
they were simply too hard to work—they were very
difficult and expensive to clear of stumps and logging
debris, and the soils were too poor to enable farmers to
make a decent living once the land was cleared. Much
of the timber cleared from the island in the early days
was shipped to San Francisco. Whidbey Island’s sea
captains grew rich supplying the city during the
building boom that accompanied the Gold Rush.

RECREATION/TOURISM—City dwellers had long
recognized Whidbey Island’s beauty, and with the
advent of the automobile Penn Cove became a popular
tourist destination. Resorts, campgrounds, and summer
houses sprung up along the waterfront, and Sunday
drives became a popular way for visitors from the
mainland to see the island. Recreation and tourism
remain important contributors to Central Whidbey
Island’s economy.

- THE RESERVE—Ebey’s Landing National Historical

Reserve was established by Congress in 1978 “to
preserve and protect a rural community which provides
an unbroken historic record from the nineteenth century
exploration and settlement in Puget Sound to the
present time.” It comprises 17,400 acres of Central
Whidbey Island (including 4,300 acres of Penn Cove);
its boundaries follow those of the original land claims
filed by settlers in the 1850s. The basic patterns of land
use have remained unchanged since European-Ameri-
can settlement in the middle of the 19th century.
Development is still concentrated in Coupeville and the
surrounding area; the prairies remain prime farm land;
ridges are wooded; and the upland areas are a patch-
work of wooded and farm land.

The Reserve is administered by a Trust Board com-
posed of representatives of federal, state and local
governments—nearly all local landowners—working
cooperatively to preserve the scenic, natural and
cultural resources of the area, without disturbing the
community's way of life.
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Return to Coupeville along Hwy. 20. You will
pass through the woodlands; the uneven topography is
easily seen from the highway. Mountain bikers may
return to Coupeville via trail from the park. This land
Ebey’s Landing was logged between 80 and 150 years ago — the tall
National Historical Reserve trees you see are actually second and third growth
forest!
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